David Nieto (1654-1728), the first rabbi of the new Bevis Marks Synagogue and the hakham of the Spanish and Portuguese congregation of London at the beginning of the eighteenth century, is not an unstudied figure in recent Jewish historiography. From the early portrait of Moses Gaster to the later elaborations of Cecil Roth and Moses Hyamson, and from the exhaustive bibliographical study of Israel Solomons to the pioneering study of Nieto's thought by Jacob Petuchowski, Nieto's public career and theological writings have been examined as well as any other Jewish intellectual figure of early modern Europe. 1 Yet each of these studies, especially Petuchowski's book, was completed over thirty years ago. In the interim, new scholarship in Jewish history, particularly in the history of Marranism and Sabbatianism, has illumined the broader cultural ambiance of Nieto's era. 2
[ 3 ] CAREER AND WRITINGS OF DAVID NIETO 195 career and intellectual achievements require a fresh look, particularly because Nieto's "Jewish" preoccupations were so closely intertwined with the larger cultural concerns of his newly adopted country.
David Nieto came to England in 1701 to assume the chief rabbinic post of the fledgling community of Jews of Sephardic descent, primarily former conversos. Since his contract stipulated that he could not practice medicine, despite the prestigious medical degree he held from the University of Padua,4 he fully understood his new calling as that of a public figure, the chief representative of his co-religionists in England, and their primary spokesman and religious leader. His primary concern was to be the welfare of his community, its legal status, its economic and social condition, as well as its spiritual well-being. At the same time, Nieto was more than a public official and religious functionary. In inviting him to England, the Sephardim had engaged one of the most original minds of eighteenth century Jewry, a prolific writer in Hebrew and Spanish, well educated in Jewish and secular subjects. Like other illustrious Jewish intellectuals of his era, especially those of Italian provenance, he had studied medicine and rabbinics, and had pursued simultaneously a rabbinic and medical career while in Italy.5 Upon his arrival in England, he already held a reputation as a serious scholar of Judaism, and was well versed in th European languages as his corresp Unger and other Christian intelle Although he was apparently insec speak and write fluent English,7 he w own among his new countrymen as an era of formidable intellectual chal Nieto's place in the history of Jew consider both of his faces -the political as well as the intellectual -and particularly how they intersected throughout his distinguished career on English soil.
As his writings so readily testify, he considered the profound impact of the sciences on European culture and society a supreme intellectual challenge to the viability of Judaism at the turn of the century. In England, especially, Nieto encountered a highly sophisticated society of scientists and churchmen who had creatively wedded the new advances in science to their own political and religious aspirations. These "virtuosi" had found in the new scientific discoveries a potent vehicle in which to enhance their understanding of the Christian faith. In opposition to these heretics stood the Christian Anglican proponents of the new science. They became especially prominent in England after the revolution of 1688-89, and were at the height of their power and influence during Nieto's career in London in the first decades of the eighteenth century. Their heros were Boyle and Newton whom they lionized as the architects of a new Christian vision of the universe stamped with the seal of the Divinity. They defined the basis of their Christian faith as a natural religion or natural theology that glorified the new science while repudiating the outmoded Aristotelianism of the universities and the mechanical philosophies of Hobbes and Descartes with their materialistic and potentially atheistic implications. They were equally disdainful of the newest version of pantheism made prominent by the political radical John Toland. In their place, they proposed a mechanical philosophy requiring God's active engagement in the workings of nature. The new discoveries revealed more distinctly than ever the manifold glimpses of the divine presence in everything. Science insured a faith in traditional Christian truths, so they argued, and also provided the most effective underpinning for their vision of a stable and prosperous social order ruled by human self-interest but controlled and To appreciate fully Nieto's reflections on divine providence and the acrimony they elicited, we should mention not one but three distinct views. First, was the view which Nieto's enemies thought they heard their hakham express, namely, his alleged pantheism. The first stirrings of pantheism, also known as materialism, in England were among sectarian radicals in the 1650s and later among Whig circles after the revolution of 1688 . The most prominent pantheist in Nieto's day was John Toland who had proclaimed nature, not God, as the sole object of worship and study. The origins of this ideology could be traced to certain magical and naturalistic views of the Renaissance, and only later was it merged with Hobbesian materialism and Spinozist tendencies. In fact, Toland himself was the first to equate pantheism and Spinozism as late as 1709. As a challenge to the dualist nature of Christian metaphysics, and specifically the transcendent nature of God, it was troublesome enough as a religious philosophy. As the foundation for a political philosophy that preached social equality for all since God is in all nature and all natural things are equal, it clearly resonated with dangerous social implications for those who staked their own existence on the preservation of the existing social order.'7 But Nieto had no sympathy for pantheism nor did he intend to discuss it in his sermon. Rather, he presented another view To whom was Nieto referring when presenting Simon's view?
He might have had in mind the views of Henry More and Ralph Cudworth, the two most prominent Cambridge Platonists, as well as John Ray, the famous "virtuoso", regarding the idea
[13] CAREER AND WRITINGS OF DAVID NIETO 205 known as "plastic nature". Clearly opposed to the mechanistic and pantheistic views of nature which denied God any will at all, they settled instead for a notion that likened nature to a kind of semi-deity, lieutenant, or viceregent of God, providing Him an instrument through which He could govern the universe and intervene when necessary to perform miracles. By assigning general nature the responsibility for regularly governing the world, they absolved God of the responsibility of evil. is this third view which is the centerpiece of his sermon and treatise and to which all his energy is directed, and it is this view which is badly misinterpreted as pantheism by his detractors when in reality he meant something else entirely. A close reading of Samuel Clarke's sermon on the obligations of the natural religion published almost at the same time as Nieto's treatise makes the rabbi's position perfectly unambiguous.25
Clarke's long discourse had carefully delineated the various kinds of deism that undermined the true Christian faith. The view Nieto had identified with that of Simon was the first Clarke discussed.26 Upon declaring this position to be atheistic, Clarke maintained that creation depended on God's continual power upon it, [quoting Matthew] "with whom not a sparrow falls to the ground and with whom the very hairs of our head are all numbered." A world left to its own resources to form "a world of adventures", is nothing more than a philosophical vanity for Clarke. On the contrary, everything in the universe displays the marks of the Creator "that from the brightest star in the firmament of heaven, to the meanest pebble on the face of the earth, there is no one piece of matter which does not afford such instances of admirable artifice and exact proportion and contrivance, as exceeds a the wit of man."27 Such pious sentiments about divine providence were a commonplace among English "virtuosi" of the seventeenth century but Clarke's sermon specifically makes those points of particular importance to Nieto. In response to the argument tha reserves the ordinary for nature and the miraculous for God Clarke emphatically denies that the distinction between th natural and the miraculous is meaningful. It is in God's powe to do everything equally well. cules, divided and spread in a manner that they unite to the sown grain as modern atomists contend. Or it must be believed that the wheat comes invisibly from the ambient air where it is supposed to be divided into corpuscules... This formulation be conceived how it may, no understanding will be induced to believe ... that an inanimate thing like the earth can form another object superior to itself." 31 He next turns to the analogy of clocks to prove his case: "Suppose a rustic who never saw clocks were to see the hands of a clock without knowing the art of the wheel or the pendulum. He will consider and declare that those metal hands have an inward virtue... He clearly confuses the effect with the cause, as those who argue that nature is the cause and not God."32
The language of corpuscules and clocks under the aegis of God's protecting hand is unmistakably the language of Robert Boyle, a language so commonly evoked by Newtonians and other admirers of Boyle in the early eighteenth century.33
In these latter examples Nieto was not directly borrowing from Clarke to argue his case for the misuse of the term "universal nature" and for impiously attributing "power and strength to secondary causes," rather than to God. Nevertheless, Nieto and Clarke obviously shared a common intellectual agenda and a kinship of spirit. They were both admirers of Boyle and they were both in essential agreement over the need to defend a traditional view of divine providence against the dangerous implications of a notion where God and his creation were virtually separate. Nieto may have protested too loudly about his lack of reliance on modern authorities. Robert Boyle also appeared to be his hero whether Nieto devotes the fourth book of Mateh Dan to these two objectives. Alligning himself with a sizable number of earlier Jewish thinkers who had argued for the legitimacy of scientific pursuit in Judaism, Nieto eloquently presents the case that the rabbis had not only permitted studies of the natural world but excelled in them. He even points out that kabbalists like
Cordovero and Herrera were not adverse to employ naturalistc arguments to explicate their theosophies.34 Nieto notes with pride how rabbinic literature is replete with learning in a variety of disciplines from rhetoric, to geography, to surgery, engineering, and astronomy.35 Although he admits that the rabbis were interested in the sciences only to the extent that the latter helped to clarify problems of Jewish law, nevertheless, he stresses, in strong Baconian language, that their considerable knowledge was not based on speculation but on experience.36
Having identified his empiricist leanings, he is ready to evaluate the epistemological basis of the new mechanical philosophies of his day as potentially competing with the veracity of his own religious faith. What follows is a fully informed and accurate summary of the four primary theories of the origin of matter: those of Aristotle, Gassendi, Descartes, and the chemical philosophers. He discusses the virtues and limitations of each theory and then concludes that despite their obvious rationality and consistency, they are all hypothetical. Since sive. In the stimulating intellectual climate of Newtonian England, any rational defense of traditional Jewish faith, even as engaging and as novel as Nieto's, was to prove vulnerable and implausible to even some of his own students. We might not pause to summarize such a relatively i cant conversation if it were not for the fact that Dr. Clarke had deliberated on the same problem in a way remarkably similar to that of Nieto. Clarke begins his address by reflecting on three types of atheists. The first are wholy ignorant or stupid while the second "through habitual debauchery have brought themselves to a custom of mocking and scoffing at all religion, and will not hearken to any fair reasoning." Only the third type use speculative reasoning and can be influenced by rational argument; they alone are the subject of his remarks.61 Nieto had collapsed the first two categories into one but clearly he preserved the distinction of those atheists who were helplessly lost in their perversity and those who could be cured by the charm of persuasive logic.
Having located the atheist he hoped to engage in discussion, Clarke immediately turned to the challenge of conceiving an eternal God, as opposed to an eternal matter or motion proposed by such atheists as Toland.62 Nieto's response to his heretic who struggles with the difficulty of comprehending the eternity of God is striking in its similarity to Clarke's discus- 
